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The development of police recruits’ moral reasoning skills 
 
 
 
Structured Abstract: 
 
Purpose: Police officers are frequently confronted with moral dilemmas in the course of their job. We assume 
new police officers need guidance, and need to be taught at the police academy how to deal with these situations. 
This article aims to obtain insight into the impact of socialization on police recruits’ knowledge of the code of 
ethics and their moral reasoning skills.  
Design/methodology/approach: The study applied a longitudinal mixed methods design, using two methods. 
The first method was a qualitative observation of integrity training sessions at five police academies in Belgium. 
The second method was a quantitative survey-measurement of recruits’ knowledge of the code of ethics and their 
moral reasoning skills at three points in time: the beginning of their theoretical training, before their field training, 
and afterwards. 
Findings: The analyses show differences between the police academies in their integrity training sessions. Some 
of these differences are reflected in different levels of knowledge of the code of ethics. As for the development 
pattern of recruits’ moral reasoning skills, the study found almost no differences between the academies. Perhaps 
this is because recruits already have relatively high scores when they start, leaving little room for improvement 
during the one year training program. This suggests an important role of the police selection procedure. 
Originality/value: Previous research on socialization and police culture has focused on recruits being socialized 
in a negative police culture where misconduct is learned. This is a negative interpretation of police integrity. A 
positive one refers to ethical decision making generally, and moral reasoning specifically. The impact of the 
socialization process on recruits’ moral reasoning is empirically understudied. 
 
 
 
Keywords: ethical decision making, ethics training, integrity training, moral reasoning, police education, 
police ethics, police integrity, police socialization, police training, repeated measures 
 
 
 1. Introduction 
 
Research interest in police integrity has been growing in recent years (e.g. Beckman et al., 
2003; Gottschalk, 2010; Ivkovic and Khechumyan, 2013). However, the majority of these 
studies focus on police misconduct (e.g. Greene et al., 2004; Pagon et al., 2004), which is only 
one perspective on integrity. A more complex and ambitious understanding also includes 
ethical decision making or the conscientious dealing with moral dilemmas, i.e. situations 
where conflicting values are at play and there is no obvious right or wrong solution 
(Maesschalck, 2005). Because of the discretion police officers have in applying a wide variety 
of extensive powers, moral dilemmas arise frequently in police work (Pollock and Becker, 
2005). Particularly for new police officers these situations can be difficult to deal with 
(Sherman, 1982).  
 
In the ethical decision making literature, the Four Component Model of Rest (1986) is often 
used to distinguish between several components in this decision making process: (1) moral 
sensitivity, (2) moral reasoning, (3) moral motivation and (4) moral character. The first 
component requires that a moral dilemma is recognized. This is the essential trigger of the 
ethical decision making process. The second component, moral reasoning, refers to the mental 
process in which different moral arguments are considered. Finally, motivation and character 
are needed to take the (difficult) decision and act accordingly. All four aspects might be 
positively impacted by training. Studies have indeed found positive effects of ethics training 
on moral sensitivity (Van Montfort et al., 2013; Ritter, 2006; Wu, 2003; Myyry and Helkama, 
2002; Gautschi and Jones, 1998) and on moral values, which could be seen as a proxy for 
moral motivation (Wu, 2003; Weber and Glyptis, 2000; Wynd and Mager, 1989). The impact 
of training on moral motivation and moral character, on the other hand, is empirically 
understudied. The current paper focuses on the second component, moral reasoning. Moral 
reasoning is very important in the police, especially when considering the likelihood of moral 
dilemmas in the police context, e.g. as a consequence of  the discretionary powers of police 
officers. An understanding of the  impact of training on moral reasoning in the police context 
would therefore be very useful. This topic has been studied in business and public 
administration (e.g. Van Montfort et al., 2013; O’Leary, 2009), but not yet in the police.  
 
Another way to look at police training, would be to consider it as socialization in police work 
and police culture. There has been ample research on the socialization into the more 
problematic aspects of police culture, allegedly leading to police misconduct (e.g. Kappeler et 
al., 1998; Paoline and Terrill, 2005; Van Maanen, 1978). Very  little research has been done 
on the way in which socialization affects ethical decision making in general, and moral 
reasoning in particular. This article aims to address this by researching how police recruits 
learn to deal with moral dilemmas through a comparison between five police academies in 
Belgium.  
 
This article first presents a brief literature review about the role of socialization in police 
organizations. Next, the effectiveness of integrity training programs is discussed. We then 
present the research methods, followed by the results of the empirical study. Finally, we 
conclude with a discussion of the implications these results have for future research and for 
teaching practice. 
 
2. Organizational socialization in police work 
 
Louis (1980, p. 229-230) defines organizational socialization as “the process by which an 
individual comes to appreciate the values, abilities, expected behaviors, and social knowledge 
essential for assuming an organizational role and for participating as an organizational 
member”. This definition identifies two important functions of this process: newcomers 
should become familiar with both the job content and the organizational culture. This 
socialization process has been associated with positive effects on the organization’s 
functioning. Examples of this are high levels of organizational commitment (Haueter et al., 
2003; Kammeyer-Mueller and Wanberg, 2003), job satisfaction (Cooper-Thomas and 
Anderson, 2005; Haueter et al., 2003), and task mastery (Chan and Schmitt, 2000; 
Kammeyer-Mueller and Wanberg, 2003), as well as  lower intentions to quit (Cooper-Thomas 
and Anderson, 2005; Kammeyer-Mueller and Wanberg, 2003). Police socialization is the 
organizational socialization process which occurs within police organizations. Similar to other 
newly hired employees, police recruits need to become familiar with both the job content and 
the organizational culture (Chan et al., 2003; Crank, 2004). Consequently, one might expect 
the same positive effects of socialization. However, studies have shown a negative impact on 
organizational commitment (Chan et al., 2003; Van Maanen, 1978) and job satisfaction (Chan 
et al., 2003; Van Maanen, 1978). This remarkable difference might be attributed to the 
different ways in which the culture in which newcomers are socialized is conceptualized by 
researchers: ‘organizational culture’ on the one hand, and ‘police culture’ on the other. The 
former is mostly described neutrally or even positively, while the latter typically has a 
pejorative connotation, often associated with negative attitudes and behaviors like 
stereotyping, cynicism, racial discrimination, rule bending and the blue code of silence 
(Loyens and Maesschalck, 2014; Macvean and Cox, 2012; Reiner, 2010). By focusing on 
these negative aspects, police culture is typically seen as a breeding ground for police 
misconduct. Longitudinal research within police departments has confirmed some of these 
negative socialization trends. Over time, recruits reported an increasing tolerance towards 
misconduct (Chan et al., 2003) and a weakening of their ethical principles (Alain and 
Grégoire, 2008; Caldero and Larose, 2001; Catlin and Maupin, 2004). 
 
The socialization process takes place during recruits’ training at the police academy and 
shortly thereafter (Crank, 2004). Several researchers claim that the impact of the theoretical 
training at the police academy is only minimal, and that positive effects diminish once field 
training is started (Engelson, 1999; Haarr, 2001; Van Maanen, 1978). Recruits, mentored by a 
field training officer, are said to learn the short-cuts of real police work and become familiar 
with police culture (Chan et al., 2003; Engelson, 1999; Fielding, 1988). Others play down this 
sharp contrast between theory and practice, arguing that recruits are already confronted with 
police culture in the police academy, as their instructors are often experienced professionals 
(Demarée and De Kimpe, 2012; Fielding, 1988; Ford, 2003).  
 
While research has focused on police socialization’s impact upon behavior, research on its 
impact upon recruits’ moral reasoning skills has been very scarce. At first sight, one might 
hypothesize that this impact is equally negative. Indeed, one might think that the impact upon 
misconduct is mediated by moral reasoning: the socialization process stimulates the use of 
undesirable values in moral reasoning, which in turn increases the risk for misconduct. Miller 
and Braswell (1992), however, propose an alternative view. Recruits can adhere to their 
personal values, but pretend to have internalized the dominant organizational values when 
being around their colleagues. This suggests no impact, or perhaps even a positive one, of the 
socialization process on moral reasoning, but a negative impact on behavior: recruits may 
know how to deal with moral dilemmas, but as a result of other factors (e.g. peer pressure) the 
translation of moral reasoning into ethical behavior is disturbed. This article aims to explore 
this option by looking at police recruits’ development of moral reasoning skills over their one-
year (academy and field) training program in Belgium. In addition to that, the article will also 
report on the development of recruits’ knowledge of the code of ethics. Indeed, one important 
prerequisite of moral reasoning – especially in policing where legality is a crucial condition 
for legitimacy – is knowledge of the rules and regulations as well as of the code of ethics. 
That is not to say, of course, that applying those regulations automatically implies moral 
reasoning. In fact, many moral dilemmas in policing originate from a conflict between 
regulations and other values. 
 
3. The effectiveness of integrity training programs 
 
In police training the knowledge of the code of ethics and moral reasoning skills are 
developed in an organizational context where mutually reinforcing factors have a socializing 
impact. Distinguishing the unique impact of each of these factors is difficult, so this study 
does not assess the impact of integrity training in isolation, but as embedded in the police 
training curriculum.  Kohlberg’s (1973) theory of moral development would suggest that such 
a training is indeed useful for moral development as the latter is the result of a dialogue 
between someone’s current cognitive structure and the environment. Integrity training 
programs might challenge the participants’ moral thinking so that they reach higher stages of 
moral development. Indeed, such programs have become popular instruments in both public 
and private organizations’ integrity management systems (Kaptein and Van Reenen, 2001). 
However, despite their widespread use, such trainings are rarely thoroughly evaluated (Van 
Montfort et al., 2013; Yoder and Denhart, 2001). The few studies that have been conducted 
led to mixed results. Some reported positive training effects on respondents’ moral reasoning 
skills (Loe and Weeks, 2000; O'Leary, 2009), while others did not observe any effect 
(DeMoss and McCann, 1997; Peppas and Diskin, 2001). Yet others reported mixed results. 
Ritter (2006), for example, observed a positive effect on moral sensitivity and moral 
reasoning, but only in females. Nguyen et al. (2008) only found an effect of integrity training 
for one of the three scenarios used in their study. Moreover, longitudinal research with more 
than two measurements suggests that any short-term positive effects tend to disappear in the 
long term (Richards, 1999; Van Montfort et al., 2013).  
 
Focusing on the police, Sherman (1982) identifies the academy training as the perfect moment 
to introduce the moral aspects of police work and help recruits in dealing with moral 
dilemmas. This allows them to consider difficult choices in a safe educational environment 
instead of on the job, where time pressure and emotions might be disturbing factors. However, 
the literature on integrity training at police academies is scarce, and research on its 
effectiveness is largely absent. Some studies have addressed trainee satisfaction. For example, 
in Frank et al. (1995) respondents found their integrity training rather confusing and useless 
for police practice. Similarly, Massey (1993) found that recruits believed that they were 
already ‘ethical’ and that the time spent on integrity training would be better spent on other 
topics they considered more relevant. In sum, research about the impact of ethics training, 
although very useful, is currently very scarce.  
 
4. Methods 
 
a. Context 
 
The data for this article were collected in Belgium, where police training for street-level 
police officers is organized in provincial police academies and takes one year. The training 
starts with theoretical courses at the academy, and after approximately eight months, recruits 
participate in a six-to-ten-week field training with a local police force. Afterwards they return 
to the academy for evaluation. Once graduated, they can apply for positions with local and 
federal police units. The police academies are legally required to teach a strictly imposed 
curriculum with a well-defined list of subjects. Police integrity is one of them, and must be 
taught in the first five months. The regulations also define the objectives of this course: 
recruits should become familiar with police integrity, the code of ethics, police misconduct, 
police organizational values and their discretionary power. Remarkably, the development of 
moral reasoning skills is not a specific objective. Within this formal framework, police 
academies decide autonomously how to organize the course. They can, for example, add 
objectives like the development of moral reasoning. These differences across police 
academies might in turn lead to different developmental processes of their recruits’ 
knowledge of the code of ethics and moral reasoning skills. This study reports the results of a 
qualitative observation of integrity training sessions at five police academies, and a 
quantitative analysis of the development of recruits’ knowledge of the code of ethics and their 
moral reasoning skills.  
 b. Qualitative data collection and analysis  
 
The first part of the data-collection consisted of a qualitative observation of integrity training 
sessions at five police academies
[i]
. For three academies, all courses were observed: 8 hours, 
10 hours and 12 hours, respectively. Due to practical constraints, only 10 of the 12 hours were 
observed in one academy, and 10 of the 14 hours in another. The classroom situation allowed 
us to make extensive notes, which were then analyzed using a software package for 
qualitative data analysis (NVivo).  
 
c. Quantitative data collection and analysis 
 
The quantitative data used for this study were collected with a standardized questionnaire 
administered in the five police academies in Belgium at three points in time. Measurement T1 
occurred at the beginning of the academy training program (fall 2010). Measurement T2 was 
taken after the theoretical part was completed, but before field training began (spring 2011). 
Measurement T3 occurred after field training had finished, which is the end of the training 
program (fall 2011). The respondents were the same recruits who took part in the integrity 
training sessions (see above). Because some recruits dropped out of the training program at 
different points in time, the response ratios required a rather complex calculation, which is 
schematically represented in Table 1. In the fall of 2010, 453 recruits started their training at 
the five academies, 448 of which participated in the study (98.90%). At T2, there were still 
431 recruits in the program, 411 of which continued to participate (95.36%). At T3, the 
response rate dropped slightly to 89.51% (384 out of 429 recruits). Overall, response numbers 
are high, probably because one of the authors was physically present at the police academy 
when the recruits filled out the questionnaire
[ii]
.  
 
*** INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 
 
In order to gain insight into the developmental process, questionnaires of the same respondent 
were linked using a unique code for each recruit. They were asked on each measurement 
occasion to report the date of birth of their mother, which was meant to maintain the 
respondents’ anonymity. Only those respondents whose questionnaires could be linked to this 
identification code were included in the study. Unfortunately, this meant some respondents 
had to be excluded from the analysis because they did not fill out this code, or reported 
different codes at different measurement occasions. The last column in Table 1 shows the 
number of respondents whose questionnaires could be linked, and have thus been included in 
the subsequent analyses. 
 
Knowledge of the code of ethics was measured by asking respondents for a personal 
assessment of their level of knowledge with the question ‘Do you know the code of ethics?’. 
They could answer (1) No, I have never heard of it, (2) Yes, I know it exists, but I don’t know 
its content, (3) Yes, I know its main ideas, (4) Yes, I know the parts a police officer needs for 
daily practice, and (5) Yes, I know the entire contents. At T1 respondents used all five 
possible answers. As would be expected given their integrity training, from T2 onwards some 
options remained empty. Statistically, this is a problem, which is why this variable was 
dichotomized into two categories: no practical knowledge of the code of ethics (answering 
categories 1-3) and practical knowledge (categories 4-5).  
 
Moral reasoning skills were measured as conceptualized in the ethical competence framework 
of De Schrijver and Maesschalck (2013). Relying on the principles of moral pluralism (e.g. 
Bowman et al., 2004), this framework assumes that an ethically competent person must apply 
three different types of moral arguments: (1) arguments referring to consequences for oneself, 
(2) arguments referring to consequences for others, and (3) arguments referring to rules and 
procedures. This builds on Maesschalck’s (2004) distinction, inspired by Victor and Cullen’s 
(1988) ethical climate typology, between three ethical criteria: egoism (maximizing self-
interest), benevolence (focusing on consequences) and principle (following rules). From the 
perspective of moral pluralism, the more types of arguments a respondent uses, the higher he 
would score in terms of moral reasoning skills.  
 
The recruits were presented with two vignettes describing a specific scenario. The first is 
about a misbehaving co-worker: 
Your colleague Tom lives for his job. Because of his high work motivation it is always 
nice working with him. One night you and Tom are stopping and investigating cars. In 
one vehicle you find illegal weapons. The driver and his passenger try to flee the 
scene. Tom pursues the driver, while you pursue the passenger. The driver fights back 
when he is arrested, but Tom roughly overpowers him. Unfortunately, the passenger is 
able to escape. During the subsequent interview, the driver refuses to give the 
passenger’s name. Tom loses his temper and punches him in the stomach. Eventually, 
the driver gives you the name of his passenger. Later that night the passenger is 
arrested. The day after, you learn that the men you caught are two high-profile 
criminals in the illegal arms trade. 
The second vignette is about illegal use of powers in an officer’s private life: 
You get along well with your neighbor Frank. If you or your spouse need to work late, 
he is always willing to pick up your kids from school and take care of them until you 
come home. For several years Frank has rented out his second house. Unfortunately, 
the previous tenant was trouble. He was a drug user who did not pay his rent on time. 
Furthermore, you are aware that occasionally he had to spend the night at the police 
station. It took a while, but Frank was able to terminate his contract. Now he is 
looking for new a tenant and has found three candidates. Frank asks you to check 
whether any of them are known in the police database. 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate what they would do in each situation. The exact answers, 
however, are not relevant for our analysis as our intention was merely to generate a decision 
making process so as to determine which types of arguments were used by the respondents. 
For this purpose a list of arguments was presented, 10 for the first vignette and 9 for the 
second. Three of these arguments referred to rules and procedures, three to more egoistic 
considerations and three (four for the first vignette) to consequences for others. For each 
argument, the respondents had to indicate how important it was in their decision making 
process on a 6-point scale: very unimportant – unimportant – somewhat unimportant – 
somewhat important – important – very important.  
 
The coding process is rather complex. First, it was decided to develop three dichotomous 
variables, referring to the three types of moral arguments (rules, consequences for others, 
egoism). Second, the arguments within each type were clustered. Respondents who answered 
at least ‘somewhat important’ for at least one argument within a specific type, obtained score 
‘1’ for that type (i.e. the specific dichotomous variable). Respondents who answered ‘very 
unimportant’, ‘unimportant’, or ‘somewhat unimportant’ for all arguments of a specific type, 
obtained score ‘0’ for that type. Third, the separate scores were added up, resulting in a total 
score indicating the number of arguments used, from 0 (no types used) to 3 (all types used). 
However, descriptive analyses showed that for both vignettes, and for all three measurement 
occasions, only a small fraction of respondents (<1%) had score 0 or 1. These answering 
categories are too small for reliable statistical analyses. Instead, we solved this problem with a 
dichotomization, distinguishing between respondents who used two types of moral arguments 
and those who used three. However, as it is possible that a recruit, for example, scored ‘0’ at 
T1 and scored ‘3’ at T2 and T3, respondents with score ‘0’ or ‘1’ could not be entirely 
removed. This would have resulted in the loss of too much data. Instead, their ‘0’ or ‘1’ score 
was recoded to a missing value, only for the specific measurement occasions where they 
scored ‘0’ or ‘1’.  
 
The longitudinal nature of the research design is an important feature to take into account in 
the analyses. Therefore, the longitudinal trend is explored by comparing the scores at T1 with 
T2, the scores at T2 with T3, and the scores at T1 with T3 For these analyses the non-
parametric McNemar test for paired samples was used, taking the dependency of the data into 
account. All analyses were performed with the SPSS 22 software package. 
 
At T1 the youngest respondent was 18 years old, and the oldest 46, with an average age of 26. 
There were 287 men who participated, 160 women, and one respondent whose gender was 
unknown. Of all the recruits, 284 did not have a higher education degree, while 164 had. The 
respondents at T2 were representative for those at T1 in age (χ²:1.687, df:4, p:0.793), gender 
(χ²:0.001, df:1, p:0.975) and educational level (χ²:0.564, df:1, p:0.453). The respondents at T3 
were also representative for those at T1 in age (χ²:0.255, df:4, p:0.993), gender (χ²:0.331, df:1, 
p:0.565) and educational level (χ²:0.339, df:1, p:0.560). These results suggest that any 
potential longitudinal effects could not be attributed to demographic changes in the surveyed 
population.  
 
5. Results 
 
This section presents the results of the qualitative and quantitative analyses described above. 
First, the integrity training sessions at the police academies are described, focusing on how 
the code of ethics and moral reasoning skills are taught. Second, the development of recruits’ 
knowledge of the code of ethics and their moral reasoning skills are statistically analyzed.  
 
a. The code of ethics and moral reasoning in police training 
 
The police academies involved in this study differed substantially in their interpretation of 
integrity training. First, attention paid to the code of ethics varied from a cursory overview of 
only the most fundamental values, over a more thorough discussion, to maximum attention for 
every aspect. The instructors at Academies 1 and 2 limited their discussion to the most 
fundamental values and how these can be translated into police practice, which is only one 
part of the extensive code of ethics. Recruits at these academies then were asked to apply 
these values to evaluate police officer behavior described in vignettes. The instructor at 
Academy 3 used a similar strategy, but used  the vignette exercise as a starting point. Based 
on themes he selected himself and the questions asked by the recruits, he discussed what he 
considered the most important parts of the code of ethics. The discussion of the code of ethics 
at Academy 5 was more thorough: all parts were discussed, but not in detail. Yet, the 
instructor did emphasize the translation of the values into police practice. Finally, at Academy 
4 maximum attention was paid to the code of ethics. The instructor discussed all sections in 
great detail, while giving examples for clarification. Whether these different approaches 
generate different developmental patterns and/or knowledge levels will be shown by the 
repeated measures presented in the quantitative part of the study. 
 
Second, although the regulations do not require police academies to train recruits’ moral 
reasoning skills, most instructors discussed the grey areas of police work in which moral 
reasoning is necessary, using specific cases. This was done using two approaches, with some 
academies combining both. The first approach, applied at Academies 2, 3 and 5, implied that 
moral dilemmas were discussed during the training sessions. The instructors outlined 
hypothetical dilemma situations and the recruits then had to reflect about what they would do 
and why so. Only in Academy 5, recruits were taught a structured method of thinking that 
might help them resolving moral dilemmas in real-life situations. This method was derived 
from Cooper’s (1990) five-step ethical decision making model. This model emphasizes the 
importance of formulating the dilemma as a tension between values and of using moral 
imagination to both generate action alternatives and project their consequences. In Academies 
2 and 3, the training sessions were limited to discussions about hypothetical situations, 
without hands-on tools to deal with them in practice. The second approach, applied at 
Academies 1, 2 and 3, implied the use of written vignettes describing police officers’ actions. 
These vignettes differ from the moral dilemmas used in the first approach because recruits are 
not placed in a difficult decision making situation themselves. The police officer in the 
scenario has already made his choice and recruits simply have to evaluate the behavior using 
the code of ethics. Based on these observations, two conclusions can be drawn. First, in all but 
one academy (Academy 4) attempts were made to improve recruits’ moral reasoning skills in 
one way or another. Second, only one academy (Academy 5) used a decision making model. 
Whether these differences generate different developmental processes of recruits’ moral 
reasoning skills will be shown by the repeated measures of this skill performed in the 
quantitative part of the study.  
 
 
b. Development of knowledge of the code of ethics 
 
The developmental pattern of recruits’ knowledge of the code of ethics for each police 
academy is shown in Figure 1. At the start of the training (T1) some differences can be 
observed between the academies, yet not even the largest difference of 12.3 percentage points 
between Academy 2 and Academy 4 is statistically significant (x²=0.773, df=1, p=0.379, 
n=162). Over the course of the theoretical training, however, these differences increase. Yet, 
the overall pattern remains the same: at all academies recruits report higher levels of 
knowledge at the end of their theoretical training (T2), then at the start. Subsequently, 
between T2 and T3, the level remains stable, with an exception for Academy 2, where there is 
an increase.  
 
*** INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 
 
Figure 1 shows that Academies 3 and 5 have the highest scores at T2; and that they have the 
largest increase during the academy training. This cannot be explained by the thoroughness of 
the discussion on the ethics code in these academies, as this differs importantly with the 
discussion at Academy 5 being more thorough than at Academy 3. However, Academies 3 
and 5 do differ from the other academies in the way in which the instructors dealt with moral 
dilemmas. Recruits were expected to apply the code of ethics to evaluate police behavior in 
vignettes. They did not simply do that in the form of one exercise, as was done in Academies 
1 and 2, but through a systematic teaching approach.  
 
McNemar tests show that, despite these differences in knowledge levels, the developmental 
trends are similar for each police academy: an increase occurs during academy training, which 
then stabilizes during field training (Table 2). The academy training is thus the determining 
socialization phase where recruits acquire their knowledge of the code of ethics. 
 
*** INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE*** 
 
c. Development of moral reasoning skills 
 
The developmental trends in moral reasoning skills for each police academy are shown in 
Figure 2. As can be seen, recruits score already high on moral reasoning skills when they 
enter the police academy.  
 
*** INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE *** 
 
Consequently, there is little room for improvement, and McNemar tests indeed show stability 
across almost all police academies for both vignettes (Table 2). This is true for the theoretical 
training (from T1 to T2), for the field training (from T2 to T3) and for the complete academy 
training (from T1 to T3). Neither Academy 4, where no efforts were made to train ethical 
reasoning skills, nor Academy 5, where a decision making model was trained intensively, 
exhibit a developmental pattern different from the other academies. Only one academy was an 
exception: in Academy 1 recruits exhibited a significant improvement in their moral 
reasoning skill during theoretical training. This is surprising as our observations did not 
indicate any specific attention for moral reasoning training in this particular academy.  
 
***INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE*** 
 
6. Discussion and conclusion 
 
Police officers are confronted with moral dilemmas on a regular basis. To deal with these 
situations ethically, moral reasoning skills are necessary. Police training should therefore play 
a socializing role in their development. Police recruits must not only familiarize themselves 
with their new work environment and powers, but also learn how to deal with the moral 
dilemmas that may arise, both in theory (academy training) and in practice (field training). 
This study intended to determine the effect of the socialization process on police recruits’ 
knowledge of the code of ethics and on their moral reasoning skills. As recruits are exposed to 
a complex mix of mutually influencing socializing factors, it was impossible to disentangle all 
these effects. Qualitatively, this study focused on integrity training as an obvious potential 
influencing factor. Quantitatively, a standardized questionnaire was administered at three 
points in time during the one-year police training program. This dual approach offers an 
understanding of the overall socialization effect.  
 
Before addressing the results, it is useful to point at three limitations of the study. First, moral 
reasoning skills were measured with only two vignettes. The situations described are common 
moral dilemmas, known by the general public as well. The high scores at the start of the 
academy training, and the overall stability, might be attributed to this choice for well-known 
themes. Possibly, the dilemmas in the vignettes were not new situations, but situations that 
recruits had already considered. This might explain the high scores at the start of the academy 
training and the subsequent stability. The results could have been different with more specific 
vignettes. Second, there is a minor drop-out from the first to the third measurement occasion. 
Although analysis of representativeness does not show differences in socio-demographical 
profile between respondents and non-respondents, it remains possible that there are relevant 
patterns in this drop-out, such as a bias in favor of respondents interested in the topic. Third, 
there might be methodological effects of repeated measurements, leading to changes or 
stability in measurement outcomes caused by the study itself instead of the time effect 
(Warren and Halpern-Manners, 2012), particularly memory effects and learning effects. As 
for the former, it is possible that respondents remember their answers from previous 
measurements and therefore give the same answer at the current measurement (Waege, 2006). 
We have tried to diminish these memory effects with a complex coding strategy for moral 
reasoning, and by ensuring several months between the measurement occasions, but it cannot 
be excluded that they played a role. Learning effects are especially relevant for the moral 
reasoning skill, as the repeated answering of the same questions is actually an exercise in this 
skill. As such, the skill could be trained by participating in the study instead of participating in 
the police training (van den Bercken and Voeten, 2002). However, if this effect would have 
played a role, we would have seen increases in the scores. Instead we observed stability.  
 
As for the results of the study, there are clearly differences as to how police academies 
approach the integrity training sessions they provide. First, the code of ethics was discussed in 
varying detail. At the Academies 1, 2 and 3 the instructors discussed only specific parts of the 
code, while there was a more extensive discussion at Academy 5, combined with other 
aspects of police ethics. The instructor at Academy 4 dedicated his integrity training to a 
detailed discussion of the code of ethics. These differences in thoroughness of the training did 
not match with differences observed in recruits’ knowledge of the code of ethics. Instead, it is 
the amount of hands-on experience with the code of ethics that seems to matter most. The two 
academies with the highest scoring recruits are those where the instructors stimulated recruits 
to consistently apply this code throughout the training sessions. 
 
Second, there were differences in the attention paid to moral reasoning. At Academy 4 the 
instructor did not stimulate moral reasoning at all. Recruits at Academies 1, 2 and 3 discussed 
moral dilemmas in which a police officer had already taken a decision and acted accordingly, 
and this was done without reference to a step-by-step decision making model. Only the 
instructor in Academy 5 taught his recruits such a model for dealing with moral dilemmas. 
Remarkably, these differences in teaching approaches are not reflected in different 
developmental patterns of recruits’ moral reasoning skills. In fact, no development can be 
observed, as all recruits maintained stable scores throughout their one-year police training. 
One possible explanation for this could be the fact that during the training sessions, 
hypothetical dilemmas were discussed instead of actual dilemmas experienced by the recruits. 
Even if those hypothetical dilemmas are realistic and developed by experienced police 
officers, they might still be far from the experience of the recruits themselves. This stability, 
however, is not necessarily a cause for concern. The aim of this study was to compare the 
scores of recruits with the baseline measure (i.e. T1) over time; it was not intended to make 
absolute statements about these recruits’ moral reasoning skills. Stability could suggest that 
recruits enter their training with high levels of moral reasoning skills, and that room for 
improvement is limited.  
 
These results concerning moral reasoning skills have two implications. First, the overall 
stability suggests an important role for the police selection procedure. If it is true that recruits 
have a high skill level at the beginning of their academy training, then that suggests that the 
selection procedure works well in this respect and is able to select recruits competent in moral 
reasoning. The question, however, is whether this is truly a selection effect. Does the selection 
procedure filter out applicants with high levels of moral reasoning from those with lower 
levels? If so, how are these moral reasoning skills evaluated, and which thresholds are used? 
Further research could for example compare moral reasoning skills of non-selected applicants 
with those of selected applicants. Second, in contrast to studies in the police culture literature, 
this study shows a more positive side of police socialization. The weakening of moral 
reasoning skills that the literature suggests does not seem to happen. Future research might 
investigate whether this also translates in behavior. It is possible that, although police officers 
might have internalized the right reasoning skills, they still might be prone to police 
misconduct because they want to conform to the overall police culture. Research that 
measures both moral reasoning and (mis)conduct might help to test this hypothesis.  
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Table 1: Response numbers at each measurement 
 Population Participation Included 
T1 453 448 (98.90%) 448 (98.90%) 
T2 431 411 (95.36%) 396 (91.88%) 
T3 429 384 (89.51%) 361 (84.15%) 
 
Table 2: Results of McNemar tests ‘knowledge of code of ethics’ for each police academy 
 From T1 to T2 From T2 to T3 From T1 to T3 
Academy 1 n=81, p=0.000 n=77, p=1.000 n=77, p=0.000 
Academy 2 n=72, p=0.000 n=65, p=0.152 n=68, p=0.000 
Academy 3 n=70, p=0.000 n=42, p=0.727 n=44, p=0.000 
Academy 4 n=89, p=0.000 n=81, p=0.839 n=86, p=0.000 
Academy 5 n=81, p=0.000 n=72, p=1.000 n=77, p=0.000 
 
Table 3: Results of McNemar tests ‘moral reasoning skills’ for each police academy 
Vignette 1: misbehavior co-worker   
 From T1 to T2 From T2 to T3 From T1 to T3 
Academy 1 n=81, p=0.791 n=77, p=0.754 n=77, p=0.424 
Academy 2 n=71, p=0.754 n=64, p=0.453 n=68, p=1.000 
Academy 3 n=70, p=0.774 n=38, p=1.000 n=40, p=0.687 
Academy 4 n=88, p=1.000 n=74, p=0.791 n=80, p=0.332 
Academy 5 n=81, p=0.092 n=72, p=1.000 n=77, p=0.180 
Vignette 2: illegal use of powers   
 From T1 to T2 From T2 to T3 From T1 to T3 
Academy 1 n=79, p=0.031 n=77, p=0.500 n=76, p=0.286 
Academy 2 n=69, p=1.000 n=63, p=0.453 n=68, p=0.219 
Academy 3 n=70, p=1.000 n=38, p=1.000 n=40, p=0.625 
Academy 4 n=85, p=0.344 n=71, p=1.000 n=78, p=0.687 
Academy 5 n=81, p=1.000 n=72, p=0.687 n=77, p=0.727 
 
 
  
 
Figure 1: Trends in knowledge of the code of ethics 
 
 
Figure 2: Trends in moral reasoning skills 
 
  
                                                 
i
 Initially, the research was conducted in six police academies. However, due to practical constraints, only a 
quarter of the integrity training sessions could be observed in one of the schools. Given the limited observations 
in that school, it was excluded from the final analysis.  
ii
 At one police academy a web survey was used at T3 because the recruits were no longer physically present 
after completing their field training. 
